In early April, 2008, as the USA was in the midst of its worst economic crisis since the great depression, then presidential candidate Barack Obama described people in rural, small US towns as responding to tough economic times by "clinging to their guns and bibles". Although considered a political gaffe, the evidence---with guns, if not with bibles---supports his view; US gun sales increased in the wake of job losses and economic disaster and have continued to rise as rural communities still struggle, having never fully recovered from the "great recession". As bad as the 2008 US economic recession was, the economic fallout from the COVID-19 crisis has already dwarfed it several fold, with over 40 million new unemployment claims filed since March. True to form, US gun sales have skyrocketed, with [over 2 million reported sales since the COVID-19 outbreak began across the country](https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/04/01/business/coronavirus-gun-sales.html){#interrefs10}.

As in other countries, the US mental health community is preparing for a wave of mental illness and poor health outcomes owing to COVID-19 that could persist for years after the virus is under control. Although the precise form the problem will take is difficult to predict, we can be sure that this year, like the year before, and the year before that, the USA will lead high-income countries in per capita gun deaths, including homicides and suicides. We can also be confident that more guns will lead to even higher rates of gun deaths. When mixed together with a cratering economy and the highest levels of social inequality in decades, there is little doubt that guns will play a primary role in pushing higher the US\'s already high preventable death rate, and should therefore be high up on the list of priorities for the US mental health community.

Advocating for fewer guns is necessary, but far from sufficient; the US mental health community will have to be much bolder and braver if it wants to lay a groundwork for real change with gun violence in the coming years. Any serious advocacy and research effort must address the role that racism plays in the US\'s attitudes towards guns and gun-related deaths. As we have discussed previously in the pages of this journal, the only time gun violence is even discussed among US policy makers is after mass shootings. But despite their tragedy, these only represent a small fraction of gun-related deaths each year in the USA. The vast majority of gun violence predominantly impacts communities of colour, yet this rarely makes front page news or drives any conversation about policy reform. [An assault weapons ban like that recently passed in Canada](https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/01/world/canada/canada-bans-assault-weapons.html){#interrefs20} would be welcomed in the USA, but would likely do little to stop the loss of Black lives to guns.

Institutionalised racism, especially within law enforcement, will also have to be confronted to adequately tackle US gun violence. Ahmaud Arbery, a young Black man jogging in a White suburban neighborhood of Georgia, was chased down, trapped, and shot by armed White local residents, yet nearly 2 months went by before any arrests were made or charges filed by law enforcement officials. Although gun violence was not directly involved in the death of George Floyd in Minneapolis, the grim video of his final moments of life are a chilling reminder of the disproportionate use of deadly force that Black people often face at the hands of police, which typically does involve gun violence and [is now a leading cause of death for Black US males, according to research in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences](https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1821204116){#interrefs30}.

Trevor Noah, comedian and host of *The Daily Show*, [summarised](https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v4amCfVbA_c){#interrefs40} how the recent events filling our timelines in the USA, all against a backdrop of highly unequal COVID-19 related deaths by race, are connected like dominos. Gun violence should similarly be viewed by the mental health community not merely as an isolated outcome, but as a complex event linked by a long chain of historical, social, and institutional factors, all of which will be exacerbated by COVID-19. Problems of racism, law enforcement, and societal inequalities might seem either too large or outside the scope of responsibilities for clinicians and scientists, but as professionals dedicated to easing psychic distress and the physical toll it takes on individuals and society, these issues cannot be ignored. US mental health scientists and practitioners should push their professional organisations, their funders, their institutions, as well as their journals, to provide resources and space to adequately study and discuss racism and its links to gun violence. Listening, documenting, and amplifying are important first steps in protecting against a potential domino effect of more US guns and more socioeconomic inequality in the aftermath of COVID-19.
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